The Affordable Care Act (ACA) was enacted in a deeply polarized context, and it has endured multiple challenges to its implementation and its very existence that continue to this day. Yet, we find that the law is entering a new phase of acceptance among the American public, such that it presents political risks to politicians who would dare to weaken it. We have conducted a panel study of Americans'public opinion on the ACA since 2010, returning to the same respondents every two years to ask the same questions. This approach, which is essential for tracking change, reveals that support for the ACA is growing and the most intense opposition is receding. It also shows that Americans'sense of the law's impact on their lives is at least holding steady and in some respects growing. Most strikingly, those who feel favorably toward the law are more engaged politically than those who oppose it, and they are more likely to take it into account when they vote. These trends indicate that the law, despite the legal and political obstacles it still confronts, is becoming more firmly established in public opinion and through patterns of political participation.
The 2018 elections were, in important respects, a referendum on the ACA. Health care was the top issue on voters' minds. Republicans, after voting to repeal the ACA, were forced to compete with Democrats over preserving its popular elements, contributing to their losses in competitive House districts.
The elections ratified important changes in the public's support for the ACA and voters' political commitment to protecting it. This is apparent from our unique study that has interviewed the same panel of Americans every two years since the law was enacted in 2010, asking them the identical questions each time.
We began in 2010 with a national random sample of 1,000 adults, plus an oversample of 200 individuals ages 18-64, in households with incomes below $35,000. We have conducted the telephone survey in September and October in election years; in the interim years, we have recontacted participants to maintain up-to-date contact information. These procedures, as well as the use of incentives, have permitted us to retain a high participation rate among original respondents, which stood at 58% in 2018. This "panel design," which is weighted to provide a representative sample of Americans, is the gold standard for tracking change.
Three distinct changes have occurred in Americans' attitudes since the ACA's passage in 2010.
Support for the ACA Growing and Opposition Is Declining
Support for the ACA is growing and the most intense opposition is receding. Figure 1 shows that the proportion of Americans holding somewhat favorable or strongly favorable opinions of the ACA ("a major health care bill . . . signed into law in 2010") has reached its highest level since the law's enactment, and has risen 6 points in the past two years. (This change is based on increased preferences for the top two response categories on a 9-point scale.)
Meanwhile, intense opposition is fading. Figure 2 shows that among those who still hold unfavorable views, strong support for repealing health reform (as opposed to giving it more time to work while lawmakers make improvements) has reached its lowest point, down 9 points since 2016.
The Tangible Impact of the ACA The ACA's tangible impact on the personal well-being of Americans is holding steady in some respects and growing in others, despite the efforts of Republicans and the Trump administration to undermine the law. Figure 3 shows that the proportion of Americans who report that the ACA has made things much better or somewhat better for themselves and their family has reached a new high, rising from 11% in 2010 to 20% in 2018. The percentage of Americans who report that the law has had a great deal of impact or quite a bit of impact on "access to health insurance and medical care supported or provided by government" for themselves and their families has increased from 15% in 2010 to 22% in 2018. The ACA's tangible impact extends to three of its specific programs: guaranteeing insurance for the children of insured parents until 26 years of age, improving the access of seniors for prescription drug coverage, and extending subsidies to purchase private health insurance. Figure 4 indicates that appreciation for each of these ACA program benefits rose by more than 8 points since 2010. (Each bar calculates the total percentage point change from 2010 to 2018 for the response categories "a great deal," "quite a bit," and "some impact.") Appreciation for the impact of extending insurance coverage to 26 rose from 24.4% to 35.4%; the impact of improving drug coverage rose from 26.2% to 34.8%; and the impact of extending subsidies rose from 23.2% to 32.9%.
When lawmakers debated health reform during its struggle to win passage, the stakes were vague and subject to scare tactics. Today, the ACA provides concrete and necessary services, medications, and coverage to Americans who have come to rely on-and expect-them. Put simply, the ACA is a reality and Americans see its benefits.
Public Ready to Hold Politicians Accountable If They Threaten the ACA's Programs
Politicians should fear voter retribution if they defy the public's rising support for the ACA and appreciation for its benefits. This is evidenced by a growing pattern: the public's embrace of the ACA and its benefits is associated with heightened scrutiny of politicians with regard to health care. Table 1 reveals that among Americans who favored the ACA, 85.6% expressed a great deal or fair amount of interest in the 2018 elections, as compared to 78.9% of those with unfavorable views of the ACA. The 6.7percentage-point difference is statistically different at the 0.05 level. The message to politicians is that voters who favor health reform are watching them most closely.
Americans not only observed politicians' positions on health reform intensely in 2018, but they also used their votes to punish or reward them. Table 2 indicates that among Americans who favor the ACA, nearly 60% (59.9%) treated health reform as a "very" or "extremely" important issue in deciding among candidates in the 2018 elections, compared to 46.4% of those who held unfavorable views. This 13.5-percentage-point difference is statistically significant at the 0.01 level. The bottom line for politicians interested in winning general elections is that they should be worried about the scrutiny of health reform supporters: They are paying attention. Politicians who threaten the ACA can now expect Americans to notice and punish them. While legal and political challenges to health reform have not yet abated, the 2018 election demonstrates that threats to the ACA are likely to be rebuked by voters. Meanwhile, campaigns geared to protecting and strengthening the law are more likely to please voters.
In the history of Social Security, candidates who campaigned on repealing or weakening the program suffered the consequences: they were defeated and replaced by supporters. The ACA still faces challenges, but public opinion trends show signs that it is starting down a similar path. 
